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New Amsterdam
Present-day New York City was originally called New Amsterdam. A Dutch commercial
settlement at the mouth of the Hudson River, New Amsterdam was established in 1626 by the
Dutch West India Company. It was the administrative center And principal trading port of the
colony of New Netherlands (centered in the Hudson River valley and including parts of modernday New York, New Jersey, Connecticut, and Delaware).
The Dutch presence in New York can be traced to the fact that the Netherlands struggled for
years to achieve its independence from Spain. As a rising maritime power, the Netherlands was
eager to weaken its foe, especially after Spain annexed Portugal and won rights to the Orient
trade. With its country’s consent, the Dutch West India Company commissioned explorer Henry
Hudson to seek an Arctic shortcut to the Indies. Instead, weather conditions forced the navigator
westward, and he discovered the Hudson River in 1609. The Netherlands laid claim to the area,
and Dutch merchants began to commercially exploit the rich fur trade there. When early private
trade initiatives did not result in colonization, the Dutch West India Company was granted an
exclusive, twenty-four-year monopoly to all Dutch trade and navigation in the Americas. Since
colonization was a means of securing its commercial interests, the company transported thirty
French-speaking Walloon families from the southern Netherlands to establish its agricultural
base in 1624. Initially spread across the colony, these families were moved back to the mouth of
the Hudson River when Indian conflicts threatened their safety in the outlying areas. Resettled on
Noten (Governor's) Island, the colonists were relocated across the harbor to Manhattan Island in
1626 after the island was "purchased" from the Lenapes (who did not recognize the concept of
land ownership) for the equivalent of sixty guilders in goods. Taking its name from the
fortification at the south end of the island, the settlement was called New Amsterdam.
As a company town, administered by the Dutch West India Company, New Amsterdam
manifested great religious and ethnic diversity among the settlers from its inception. Walloons,
Huguenots, Baptists, Quakers, Calvinists, and Jews all lived in New Amsterdam, and some
eighteen different languages were spoken there when Jesuit missionary Isaac Joques visited in
1664. Even as late as the mid-1660s, less than half of the people in New Amsterdam were
actually Dutch. The pragmatic Dutch West India Company encouraged ethnic and religious
tolerance, lest disharmony threaten trade or discourage immigration.
Unwise and brutal policies in regard to the Indians, especially on the part of Director-General
William Kieft, led to bloody encounters that threatened New Amsterdam from the late 1630s
until 1645, when peace was finally secured. Intermittent conflicts again arose with the Indians in
the 1650s but were resolved. The greater threat to New Amsterdam, however, came from
England, which saw the colony of New Netherlands, positioned between its colonies of New
England and Virginia, as a trading impediment. In 1664, the English pressed their colonial claim
to New Netherlands by virtue of the earlier discoveries of John Cabot. Charles Il granted his
brother James the right to New Netherlands; on August 28, 1644, Col. Richard Nicolls blocked
the harbor and seized New Amsterdam for England. Since New Amsterdam was virtually
defenseless, a reluctant Director-General Peter Stuyvesant was persuaded to surrender to the

English on September 9, and the colony of New Netherlands also capitulated to the English.
Together, New Amsterdam and New Netherlands were renamed New York in honor of James,
Duke of York. The Treaty of Breda (1667) recognized England’s claim to the area. In 1673, the
Dutch recaptured New Amsterdam, but the city reverted to the English under the Treaty of
Westminster one year later.
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